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EVALUATING THE USE OF SEX-ROLﬁfREVERSED
STORILS FOR CHANGING CHILDREN'S STEREOTYPES

o

We were awarded a small grant from the Women's Educational Equity
Act Program. That grant wae designed to accomplish two major objecti;es;
the first was to evaluate the use of role-vreversed stories as a method
for ‘changing children's sex-typed attitudes and the second was to dissem~
inate the results from the fi;st objective to people such as teachers who
are in»positions to actually influence change within the school setring.
This- paper will conceatrate on describing ;he prbcedures and results from
the evaiuation objective,

Theoretical literature suggests that written materials are important

in the formation and change of attitudes. Social learning and cognitive
developmental theories agree that models are an important source of Eultufél
informatioﬁ (Bandura, 1971; Kohlberg, 1966)." Social learning groponents

have emphasized that both live and éymbolically—représented models affect
children'g-behavior (Bandura & Mischel, 1965; Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 1963).
According to Bandura (1971), "in many instances, people pattern their behavior
after models presented in verbal or pictorial, form™ {p. 2).

It is obvious that books are prominent vehicles for verbally-and pic-
torially-presented models in school children's lives. Sevefal content
analyses of children's books have shown that the culture's traditional sex-
role stereotybes about behaviors, attitudes,_and dccupations are presented
by the books' authors ;nd illustrators (e.g., Stefflre, 1969; Women on%WOrds
and Images, 19725.

'zEmpirical research on the effects of reading materizls on changing

children's attitudes and behaviors has produced mixed results. Some studies




nhave shown that the content in bdoks does affect children's attitudes.

Litcher and Johnson (1969) were able to faverabl: change second graders'

attitudes toward Blacks with the ube of a mujzlietanic reading series cver
four menths. Harclay (1974) found rhat a2 series of stories about-working

women deé;eased the rigidity of kindergarten girlé’ percepﬁions of appro-
priate women's work. In a slmilar.study with preschool children, Flerx,
Fidler, and Rogars (1976) showed that five thircy-minute reading sessions
wlth books vortraying egalitarian roles increzsed the children's egalitarian
attitudes abeout peer and adul: activities =znd personality characteristics.
Other studies were léés SuCCESSf;l in their artempts to change children's
attitudes or behaviors using models presented in storieé. Schau, Kahn, and
Tremaine (1978) used cne rola-reversed story about each of ten occupations;
the mgin charactar in each story was of the opposite sex from.the elementary-
school. aged ;hildreu's attitudes about sex requirements for those jobs. The

use of the étories did not change the children's attitudes. Fischer and
Tcrney (197§) verbally presented one story, which shower models engéging in

. | .
either dependent or independent beha.ciors, to preschool children. This ex-
posure did ﬁot affect the children's dependent behavior as measured by time

] : :

elapsed befgre asking for help with . difficult problem.
An analysis of these studies supgest several important areas for further
study. First,’the‘number of stories used and/or the length of time the child-
rer. spent in reading or listening to them appear§ important: Secodd, the
content of the stories, aside from the directly~manipulated aspe;tg\such as
rOle~reversal.that are supposed to change attitudes, needs agtention. If
the goal is long-term and signifidaﬁ£ acLituac or behavior change, the use
of’existing scéfies in which only the sex\(e.g.,_Schau, Kahn, and Tremaine,
1978) Or'the race (e.g., Litclor & Jonnson, 1969) of some of the characters

-

/

4

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



are changed is not likely to accowplish this goal (see Schau, Kahn, and
Tfemaine, 1978, for fﬁrther discussion of this educational issﬁe). Third,
the samples of children that have been studied tend to be vhite, middle- {/
class children froum one sch;ol setting in one town or city. The samples
u;edbin attitude studies need to be extended to children with other culktural
_backgrounds in several loéations.

-ﬁe selected occupations to use in-our stories. ‘there were two primary
reasons for this choice. In the U.ited States, occupations are highly sex—’
stereotyped. Women and men tend to choose différent jobs. Casual obser-
yation or an examination of Census étatistics support that point. In additionm,
elementary-school children are éex—stereotyped in their attitudes about
occupations. - They believe that maﬁy jobs arexgor men and thatlfew jcbs are

" for women. Girls and boys also differ in their\ghn\personal vocatibnal

aspirations (Garrett, Ein, & Tremaine, 1977). \fh S, occupations ‘are’
sex-typed in reality and in ‘children's attitudes. e
The empirical phase of this project was'designed to evaluat the'hse of -

role-reversed stories within school settings as a method of modifyin eleﬁencary-

school children's attitudes about sex requirements for occupatioas.

3

Methodology

Subjects

The subjects were first through fifth grade children from an ﬁpper—
middle class suburban school (615 children), a rural school (231 children),
and a middle-class small town. school (277 children). :fhus, the study was
replicated with three sampl?s of children froﬁ varyving cultural bagkgrOunds

in different locations. The great majority of the children were Anglo.
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f

Pretegt. Approximately halif of the chilaren of each sex at each grade

Iy

level: at each school were randomly selectad and rretesced with an instrumernt

designed to measure children's attitudes about who "can'' do various jobs.

PR SRS

The pretests were administered Ly at least cne male and one female experi-

.
1)

menter to groups of approximately thirty children each. The experimenters

[

first defined "can" for the children as meaning "that a person has the ability

- ;
| .
to do an:activity, or that a person knows»how or is able to learn how to do
the acti&;ty if tﬁe'person wants to." The children were then t01d‘that‘they
were going to be asked about who they thought can do various jobs. They
;ere assuéed that there were no right or wrong answers; each'child was free
to have their own ideas; To be certain that even the youngest children were
competent in using the.qnswéf~sheets, the experimenters discussed the fesponse

cptions and several example items with the groups before beginning the actual
pretest items.
Of the twenty-onre occupations on the instrument, seven were male-stereo-

typed, seven were female-stereotyped, and seven were neutral, as rated by

elementary-school children in a previous study (Garrett, Ein, and Tremaine,

1977). 1In response to the question "Who can be (each job)?," the chiidren

‘'were provided with five®pictorially represented options. They were: only
women (shown by four female faces), more women than men (shown by three fe-—
male and one male face), -about the same number of men and women (shown b;
two female and two male faces), more men than women . (shown by three male
and oue femzle face), and only men (shovn by four male faces). ‘Each of the
twenty-one occupations was defined by tiw experimenter as each item was

orally presented (Séhau & Kahn, 1978).
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252553925; The treatment consisted of a series ofngorieﬁ aboyt
characters in each of four Occupations; these occupations were highly sex-
stereotyped by-Elementary—SQhool children in z pilot syydy {GarTett, Ein,
and Tremaine, 1977). The stories we < written tg be s2x"Tole-revergeq
wiﬁh regard to occupation; that is, the main characters'were of the opposite

sex from the children's stereotypes., i3

i
.

The Stories were about 2 femaie firefighter, a fepzle ship Qég&%}ns a
ﬁalé Nurse, and a male airplane attendant. These charac;erslwere dEveloped
with the characteristics that modeling litEraturq‘suggescs afe‘most salien¢
to children, * They were created to display, for example friendlineSS, fair-
ness, Physical attractiveress, warmth, and good humor , and'?O ﬁe active,
healthy, dependable, and cooperative (e.g., Jenkin & Vroeszh, 1969). In a
series of fivye stories aboutleach character, thé childrep were first intro-
duced tO{the cha?acter 48 a positive person, then inforped of -the intereét in .
the role-reyersed occupation, and finally entertained with the.cﬁafacter'ﬁ |
exploits in the chosen field. Within each story series,_the main Chéraétér
was confronted with a situation where she/he was labeleq as inc9Mpetent in
‘her/hLSLwOik because of gender; each character successf;1ly mét th3§ challenge.“

Each story was rewritten three times to arrive af the final VérSiOné
that Weére used in the SfUdy. The initial drafts were read apd ¢Titicized by
groups of fjgfrh grade children, These children were nog told th® purpose

of the Stories; they were asked to tell us how to change the 8toTies to make

them moOre interesting. Their sqggestions were incorporatéd into Sach syc-

cessive draf¢ Thus, the finaj versions of the stories Cantgined elements

that répresentatives of the target group found important in genefating interegt.

—— e,
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Two versions of the stories vere wrirten. One version was at a level
appropriate to be read aloud to first graders and read by third graders. The
second version was at‘a fifth grade readin, lavel.

Approximately half of the childrem of each sex in the first, rhird, and
fifth grades at each sc-hool were vandonly selected to serve ag treatment
subjects. ~ReguLar classroom teachers gn the first, ;hird; and fifth grades
at each school adminjistered the story treatmenr at the rate of one story ber
school day for four consecutive weecks, Minor variations occirred due to
scheduling and Weather problems. The teachers were provided with several
procedural options, ty help the projict resemble "normal sahool";as ruch as
possible. They couid: play tape TECOIdipgs of male and female voices reading
the storles aloud; read the stories Out loud to the children; or in the third
and fifth grades, nave the children‘réad the stories either oyt loud or ‘
silently. Thg teachers were instructed to review the previous day's story
with the class at the beginning of each reading sescsicn to facilitate!compre—

1
fension, as the series were written in a serial manner. Following che:stories

each day, the children answered comprehension questions which tested fér
I

knowledge of the evéncs in the stories. 'On Friday of each weék, after}the
(inal story about a éharacter, the children answerecd follow-yp questiogs that
dealt with their feelings about the character and her/his choice of an occu-
pation, o | | | | |

The children who sérved as control subjeéts engaged in other types of

activities degigned by their teachers. A previous pilot study showed that

more structured control activities were not neéded. In that study, two types

~of control groups Were yged. One received the same stories ag the treatment

group except that the gex of the characters matched the children's occupational

8



Stereotypes; the-second was exposed to stories of comparable length ang

‘difficulty but the content was not related to occupations or to gender~roles.
A ;

There were no differences between these groups in cicupational sex-stereo-
typas (Schau, Kahn, and Tremaine, 1978). 1In additionm, children are contin-

ually exposed to sexist stories. There is no logical or theoretical reason

@

L0 assume that exposure ro another set of sexist stories would make their

Stereotypes less rigid.

Posttest. The posttest was administered:inAthe same manner as the pretest

aFProximately oné to two weeks after the treatment. The jobs on the posttest

”

were 1den§ical to those on the pretest, but the posttest asked both who '"can"
and‘ﬁho "should" do each of the twenty—oﬂe jébs. "Should" was defined for
.the children’as asking "™if it iz a goodﬁidea for the person to do an- activity"
(Schau & Kahn, 1978). oOrder of can ané should was balanced across sex, pre-
test, grade, treatment group, and school;

Follow-up. APproximately one yéar after the posttestna f;llow—up
measure was ;akeq on the first, sec§hd, third, éﬁd fifth,graéers ét the
/
small town school. The other treagment children, now fourth and sixth graders,
were not available for testing. ?%e instrument used originally for the

]
a ]
i

Pretesting was readministered. |

Analysis. To use the items/on the occupational Stereotyping scale as a
measure of the extent of the c%ildren's sex-typing; any item given a rating

of four by a cpiid,was recoded as two while any item given five was recoded
as one. Thus, each child's Séore on each item ranged from one, extremely

sex-typed (the child chose "éniy women' or "only men" for the item) through
tWo, moderately sex-typed (the child chose "more women than men' or "more men

ERIC
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than women''), to three, not sex-typed (the r~hild chose "about the same

d

rumber of women and men'). The posttest scores wer~ analrzed using mul+ti-

variate anslysis of variance. The rour treatrent occupations served as

w2
©

dependent variables in one anaivsis and the sewvanteen remaining nontreatment
occupations asdependentvé&iables ir a second analysis. The factors in tha
analysis were pretest, order of can and should, sex, grade (1, 3, and 5),

and treatment. A secondary analysis used cnly the nontreatment children and

v .
' o

examined all twenty-one jobs for effects due to pretest, ofder, sex, and
grade (1-5). Each school was analyzad separately. Because of the complexity
of the design and the limitations of available computer programs, ''should"

and Hcann

could not be analyzed as repeated méasures.. They were thereféfe.
analyzed separately as if they weré two independent-fuil—factofial designs.
A thi;d ;nalysis looked at thedifference scores between "can" and "should"
to aporoximate a repeated measures analysis,

To anal?éé'the foilow-up data, multlvariate analyses of variance were
run on the data from the second grqde children to discover 1f those receiviﬁg
the treatment thé previous vear as ¥1rst graders retained tﬁeir significantly
‘more flexiple attipudast' Again, tw\ analyses were fun:' ofte on the foup
story jobs and a second on the other seventeen 6;cﬁ§ations. A secondary
analysis on th; ngnt;eatment children usihg all twenty-one jobs examined the

. ' . o
effects of practice on the inétrument (once: only on follow-up; twice: post—~
test and follow-up; or three times: pre, post, and follow~up), grade, and
sex. . . . .

The comprehensive duestionsdwere analyzéﬁ using unjvariate procedures.
Pearson product moment correlations were chputod Betwegngthe nﬁmbers of

correct comprehension iters each child scored and the degree of stereotyping

“ . . .

o

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



O

she/he displayed on the posttest, and between the number of days present.

for the treatment and level of posttest stereotyping. Analyses of yvariance

wWe€re run on cach of the items on the instrument administered on the last

e

/ X . : —
days of each story series. Children {n the control group also answered
these jtems concerning attitudes toward the four occupations, so the analysis

) ' o
wW&3 tun with the independent variables of treatment group, sex, and grade.

Results

Only the results related.directly to the evaluation of the effective-—
ness of the stories are fully presented. Other results are summarized ar.d
will be available in a later paper.

InStrument Reliability

Internal consistency for the "can" portion of the posttest instrument
was .91, for the 'should" portion was .96, and for both combined was .95,
Posttegt
——————

Treatment Effects. The'multivariate main effect for treatment

gTOUpP was significant for the four story’ occupations in all three schools,

Children in the s%o:y groups were significantly less stereotyped in both ¢
their “can™ and '"should" responses t; all four story occupations than chiidren
in the control groups. The standardized discriminant function coefficients
showed that childr;n's "can" responses to the 3ob of airplane attendant con-
sist;nt;y added'very little to the information available in their resp0nseg
to the other three oecgpations. For "should™ renponées, both airplane atté .-

dant and firefighter did not add new ianrmation (see Table 1).

2

The main effect for treatment group was significant for the nonstory

’

occuPations in.the small town school for '"can' responses: (F = 2,37 f =

ERIC
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2

17,31, p .02, R = .57) and in the rural school for "should" responses

(F = 2.74, df

= 17,17, p £.03, §2.= .73)~ ,In examining the mean scores

for those occupations whose standardizced discriminant function coefficients
A coa .
were greater than |.3}, a clear pattern emerged for the "should" responses

P

1

from the rural schocl. The story éfbﬁﬁ;bas less stereotyped than the control

A . . _
group for eleven out of thirteen jobs meeting that criterion. The 'can"

~

bl

résponses from the small town school did not give a clear pattern: the story
group was less stereotyped on. five of the nine jobs. Thus, in general_the

treatment did not generalize to nonstory occupations.

- 3
Tne only consistently significant interaction involving treatment group

was the treatment by order of directions interaction. This interaction was
;}gnificant only ii. thérsuburban school for the "can' responses to the non-
;tory occupations (£‘==2;24, df = 17,302, P<£.005, 5? = .11) and for the
"should" responses to the story occupationé (E =5.74, df = 4,312, p £.001,

32 = .07). "Neither one of these interactions accounted for much of the v;fi—
ance in the children's responses. The pattern of ﬁeans for the "can" fésponsesf
was not clear. Howéver, children tended to give the most flexible "should"
responses vhen they were in the story treatment group ‘and were asked for

those respcnses before "can' responses. The oraer of theigrOups of children,
from the most flexible, Qere:' sﬁory group children who were asked for ''should"
responses before 'can;" story children who were asked for "should" after ”cap;"
nonstory children who Qere asked for fshould" first; nonstory ghildren who

were asked for '"should" second. However, this .effect was not found in the

other two schools, - ——

cSummary of Other Effects. In all cases the children were more

stereotyped. in their 'should' responses than in their '"can" responses; that
. 7

/
/!
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is, they believed that men and women had the ability to do jobs that the

children did not believe it was a good idea for them to really do.

a

A sipnificant order of the "ean" and "should" effect in all three
schools revealed - that when the children were asked ”can” first thair "should"
responses were more Stereotyped than when they were asked '"should" items

first. In the same manner, when the children were asked "can" first, their .

"can' responses were also more stereotyped than when they answered the '"can"

items following the "should" items.: The order effect can best be understood
by thinking of the second set.of—items as seen in contrast to the first set,
»  After answering the '"can'" -items, ‘the children responded to the "shoulds" with

contrastingly rigid stereotyping in the second case, responding to the

sh0uld” items first accentuated the contrasting neutrality ‘of the "can" items.
For both the "can" and the should" items»'and for both the treatment '_ -
and the nontreatment occupations,-children became more flexible in their gen—

rd

.der stereotyping with increasing age. This finding is consistent with cognitive
.developmental theory, children can- be expected to° become more - cognitively flexib]
and better able to deal with complex cattgrolzation systems with age.

There were;some significant sex differences although these were not con;

sistent across schools. When they existed, boys were more stereotyped than -

=

girls in their "canﬁ»and "should" responses.

]

ComprehensionrQuestions

v

lhe correlations among the - number of days a child was present to. receive

the stories and the degree of stereotyping she/he - displayed on the posttest

’and among a child's total score on the comprehension questions and her/his'

degree of stereotyping tended to be positive and significant, especially for !

"can"-responses (see Table 2) Although,these relationships were not large
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12
enough to account for(the majority of the variance in the posttest - scores,
the positive correlations. lend support to the social learning theory of the

meulative and incremental effects of cxposnrt The better the c0mprehension

e

- of the stories and the larger the number of stories read or heard, the greater

was the treatment effect. There, of course, also may be relevant differences
among children who miss school and those who don't and between children who
pay attention and those who don't.

There were significant treatment differences on the analyses of variance

for most-of the items, with the treatment group feeling that members of all

" four occupations worked harder than the control group felt they worked; that

" airplane attendants, ship captains, and nurses earned more money than the

B ) Y . ’
controls thought’they earned; that airplane attendants and nurses had to be
B : \ ) ) o I
§tronger\than the,controls thought they had to be* and that being an airplane

attendant or a nurse was a more important job than the control group felt it

was., The treatment group also was s1gn1ficantly less stereotyped in terms

&

of which sex ”should" and which sex really can" do each of the four jobs.

) Signi‘icant grade differences were found on almost all of the items

younger cnildren Were more extreme in their ratings of necessary strength

l:.

and intelligence needed for the jobs and estdmated Income, difficulty, and .

importance of the jobs. "As on the posttest instrument, the older children
were .more flexible than the younger ChlLdrEH on the. items concerning who

"should" and who really can' do the jobs,

. Treatment Effects. .The treatment main.effects and interactions

.4

were not significant.for the second graders for the story or nonstory

L i4
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Summary of Other Effects. Significant pracrice effects were

found with. the flexibility of stereotyping Increasing with practice on the
instrnment across all age levels. “If considered from a cognitive deyelop—
mentalvviewpoint, it could be speculated that experlence witch responding

to the instrument might be disequilibrac1ng enough to stimulate accommodation

toward cognitive flexibility and more complex categorization svstems Thus,

K

the instrument itself changed children’'s attitudes toward increasing flexi-

- P

bildity, B —t @

The significant grade effect on the follow-up measure showed the same |

pattern as that on the posttest: increasing flexibility in gender require-

H

ments with age. There were no, significant sex differences

',"-. /

Coe

" ~Discussion

‘The results of the project clearly show that children's attitudes about

sex-requirements for stereotyped adult occupations can be altered, at least

temperarily, by exposure to carefully constructed role—reversed stories, A

previous study, using role~reversed stories that were not ags carefully developed,
 found no effects duetto expOSure to the storiés (Schau, Kahn, and Tremaine,

1978). "in that study, exlsﬁing sexist stories were used and the names of
Jr. ~
and pronouns referring to the main_characters were changed to those appro-

"‘." -

priate for the opposite sex. ThaL strategy for change did not work.. In the"

£

.current project great care wa//fhken to develop stories with appealing char-

acters. We utilized the- resﬂlts ‘of the modeling literature to help us create
. characters thatuthe children would like. In-addition, we inEluded a "con-
frontation" for the character where=she/he was challenged about her/his job

competencies based on gender and where she/he successfully overcame that

s
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challenge. Both stratégies were used to hglp the children_qvefcome cognitive

dissonance about the characters' cultufallylkncorrece\choices of occupations.

Also, we ytilize children to help us rewrite draits of the stories. These

stories clearly reéulted in change towardAgre;tgr flexibility about sex-

requirements, but only for the jobs used in the stories. The stories wdrked

equally well for girls and boys at all threé grade lévels ih alllthfee schools.-

The results did pog‘generalize to §ccupations other than the ones ﬁséd{in

the stories. H

In'addigion,uthe instrument design to measure stereoﬁyﬂing also changed‘

, attitudes toward increasing:flexibilify. 'Pérhaps the {nstrument encourages

ghildren toithink aboﬁt sexism in obs and. that .thinking reSu%tS'in chénge'
toward fIEXibility.l More research is needed to~fur£hér explore'this result.

The project shows that at least some aspects of children's attitudes can be

changed using reading materials within a school system,~ even when'the teachers

>

S~

themselves may be sexist. It also shows that_change is not accomplished by =~
a few exposures to the type of nonsexist materials develdped through merely
changing names or occasibnallytshowing a woman involved in behaviors culturally

stereotyped for men.

3. . -~




Table |, Multivariate statistics from the treatment main effect and means for the story occupations

Suburban . School Small Town School Rural School
"Can™ | Should" ) "Can" "Should™ | "Can’ "Should"
. Responses Responses Responses Responses Responses Responses
Multivariate R
Statistics 7
¥ 18.89 25,72 552 | 719 12.26 3,61
df - . 4,315 | 4,312 . 4,44 446 b,77 4,30
P LU T N I AN N 001 | - Lol6
R A9 25 - .29 .38 .39 ‘ W33

SDEC | Mens | SDEC | Means | SDPC | Weans | SDFC | Weaus | SDFC | Weans | sprc Means

lccupations |

irefighter 20 |197|66| -.02 [152]i27] .43 192140) .24 |180/117|. .26 170 114 | -.15 J144)112
urse |65 1228136 .60 [19s(140] 55 hoolusr| 42 ligo 120) .67 (226|135} .77 {230133

hip Captain ,' .32 [202)168] .56 |Lerluaol a4 186|135 67 712 .43 |204 131] 48 217|129
dirplane '. “. X I | 1 | . o
 Attendant 100 123601981 19 24701750 .14 {1ali70] - 09 V711541 .00 {230 [163] . .10 252192

—
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numper oI days PleEsell 100 Licalllelit dlltd 4diliVlly deplee -UL
stereotyping and total comprehension scores. ’

v . Number of- Days Total Correct on
_ Present Comprehension Questions
Occupations o Can Should Can- - “-Should
Firefighter | S 0.26%*%| - 0.16% | 0.32%*k 0.19%%
Nurse | 0.21%% 0,12 0.19%% {* 0,10
Ship Captain | 0.22%% 0.15% 0.25%%% | -0,13%
. Alrplane Atten[iant - 0.06 - 0,09 -0.02 0.03

*p & 05
**p .01 \

5\
\

*£*2<' 001 ) '\\\-

N
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